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Facing History and Ourselves aims to promote core character 

education values and to help middle and high school students 

develop moral reasoning skills. Students examine historical 

events, in particular the events that led to World War II and the 

Holocaust. Teachers participate in professional development 

seminars and apply the content and approaches to their own 

teaching or school program. Facing History and Ourselves also 

includes schoolwide components (such as guest speakers and 

videos), an optional part of the program evaluated.

One study of Facing History and Ourselves met the What Works 

Clearinghouse (WWC) evidence standards with reservations. 

The study, which included approximately 350 middle school 

students attending school in the northeast, examined results on 

students’ behavior and knowledge, attitudes, and values. The 

program implementation evaluated in this study did not include 

schoolwide components.1

Facing History and Ourselves was found to have no discernible effects on behavior and knowledge, attitudes, and values. 

Behavior Knowledge, attitudes, and values Academic achievement
Rating of effectiveness No discernible effects No discernible effects Not reported
Improvement index2 Average: +8 percentile 

points 

Range: +8 percentile 

points

Average: +4 percentile points 

Range: –7 to +17 percentile points

Not reported

1. The evidence presented in this report is based on the available research. Findings and conclusions may change as new research becomes available.
2. These numbers show the average and the range of improvement indices for all findings across the study.
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Developer and contact 
Facing History and Ourselves. National office: 16 Hurd Road, 

Brookline, MA 02445. Web: www.facinghistory.org. Email: info@

facing.org. Telephone: 617-232-1595. Fax: 617-232-0281.

Scope of use 
Facing History and Ourselves was developed from 1977 to 1981 

with Federal funds that supported efforts to improve secondary 

education through the teaching of history and ethics. Accord-

ing to the program developer, Facing History and Ourselves 

currently reaches more than one million students nationally and 

internationally. Information is not available on the demographics 

of students, schools, or districts using the intervention. The 

Facing History and Ourselves program may have changed since 

the study was conducted. The WWC recommends asking the 

developer for information about the most current version of this 

curriculum and taking into account that student demographics 

and school context may affect outcomes. 

Teaching
Facing History and Ourselves begins with self-reflection on 

questions about identity, group membership, and obligations to 

others. The curriculum for each course includes class discus-

sions about readings from the Facing History and Ourselves 

Resource Book: Holocaust and Human Behavior (FHAO National 

Foundation, 1994), films with Facing History and Ourselves study 

guides, guest speakers (such as Armenian, Cambodian, and 

Holocaust survivors), literature, and journal writing.

The typical unit is 4–8 weeks or a semester. Typically, the 

teacher introduces students to a framework and vocabulary for 

understanding human behavior and individual decision-making 

in society. The curriculum encourages the teacher to engage 

students in discussions about how individual and group identi-

ties are formed and the social and cultural factors that influence 

individual decisions. The teacher tries to foster critical thinking 

and moral decision-making by guiding students’ in-depth exami-

nations of a case study of pre-war Germany and the Holocaust 

and reflections on the connections between that history and 

their own lives.

The developer provides curriculum training for teachers 

through presentations, introductory workshops, and the World 

Wide Web. A Summer Institute provides an intensive five- or 

six-day seminar focusing on issues related to identity, violence, 

bigotry, power, and conformity. Teachers explore ways to apply 

the content and approaches to their own teaching or school 

program. The developer also provides follow-up classroom sup-

port to teachers during the school year in person, by phone and 

email, and on the website, as well as through major conferences, 

seminars, and online discussions. Support resources include 

lists of guest speakers, videos, a lending library, and technical 

assistance.

Cost
Facing History and Ourselves has several resource books and 

study guides. Chapters may be downloaded from the website 

without charge, and complete copies may be purchased for 

$15–25 each depending on the quantity. Introductory workshops 

and one-day conferences for teachers have registration fees 

ranging from $35 to $250. Online courses, which run for eight 

weeks, are available for $300. The FHAO Summer Institute costs 

$650 for commuting participants and $900 for resident partici-

pants, who also receive room and board.

Additional program 
information

http://www.facinghistory.org/campus/reslib.nsf


Eight studies reviewed by WWC investigated the effects of the 

Facing History and Ourselves program. One study (Schultz, 

Barr, & Selman, 2001) was a quasi-experimental design that met 

WWC evidence standards with reservations. The other seven 

studies did not meet WWC evidence screens. 

The Schultz, Barr, and Selman study included 346 eighth-

grade students in the northeast with varied socioeconomic 

characteristics. Outcomes for students in 14 social studies and 

language arts classes using the Facing History and Ourselves 

curriculum were compared with those for students in 8 class-

rooms that did not use the curriculum. The study focused on 

Facing History and Ourselves as implemented in classrooms 

rather than as a schoolwide intervention.

Research

Effectiveness

The WWC found Facing 
History and Ourselves 
to have no discernible 

effects on behavior 
or on knowledge, 

attitudes, and values 

Findings
The WWC review of character education addresses student 

outcomes in three domains: behavior; knowledge, attitudes, and 

values; and academic achievement. 

Behavior. Facing History and Ourselves students reported 

less fighting than students in the comparison group, but this 

difference was neither statistically significant (as calculated 

by the WWC) nor large enough to be considered substantively 

important using WWC criteria.2

Knowledge, attitudes, and values. The study reported differ-

ences favoring the program for three of seven outcomes (both 

measures of relationship maturity and the single measure of 

racism), one of which (a measure of relationship maturity) was 

reported to be statistically significant. The study also reported 

differences favoring the comparison group on the remaining four 

outcomes (civic attitudes and participation, ethnic identity, and 

two measures of moral reasoning). The differences between the 

intervention and comparison conditions on all seven outcomes 

(as calculated by the WWC) were neither statistically significant 

nor large enough to be considered substantively important.3

Rating of effectiveness
The WWC rates interventions as positive, potentially positive, 

mixed, no discernible effects, potentially negative, or negative. 

The rating of effectiveness takes into account four factors: the 

quality of the research design, the statistical significance of the 

findings (as calculated by the WWC), the size of the differences 

between participants in the intervention condition and the com-

parison conditions, and the consistency of the findings across 

studies (see the WWC Intervention Rating Scheme).

Improvement index
For each outcome domain, the WWC computed an improvement 

index based on the average effect size (see the WWC Improve-

ment Index Technical Paper). The improvement index represents 

the difference between the percentile rank of the average student 

in the intervention condition versus the percentile rank of the 

average student in the comparison condition. Unlike the rating 

of effectiveness, the improvement index is based entirely on the 

size of the effect, regardless of the statistical significance of the 

effect, study design, or analysis. The improvement index can take 

on values between –50 and +50, with positive numbers denoting 

favorable results. The average improvement index for the behavior 

domain is +8 percentile points. The average improvement index 

for the knowledge, attitudes, and values domain is +4 percentile 

points, with a range of –7 to +17 percentile points across findings.

Summary
The reviewed study reported no impacts in the behavior domain. 

When the WWC aggregated all seven outcomes in the knowledge, 

attitudes, and values domain, the overall effect was neither statis-

tically significant nor large enough to be substantively important. 

So the WWC rated the program as having no discernible effects 

in the behavior domain or in the knowledge, attitudes, and values 

domain. Character education, an evolving field, is beginning to 

establish a research base. The evidence presented in this report is 

limited and may change as new research emerges.
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3. The level of statistical significance was calculated by the WWC and where necessary, corrects for clustering within classrooms or schools, and for multiple comparisons. For an explanation see the WWC Tutorial on Mismatch. See 

the WWC Intervention Rating Scheme for the formulas the WWC used to calculate statistical significance. In the case of the Facing History and Ourselves report, corrections for clustering and multiple comparisons were needed.

http://whatworks.ed.gov/reviewprocess/rating_scheme.pdf
http://whatworks.ed.gov/reviewprocess/rating_scheme.pdf
http://whatworks.ed.gov/reviewprocess/improvement_index.pdf
http://whatworks.ed.gov/reviewprocess/improvement_index.pdf
http://whatworks.ed.gov/reviewprocess/mismatch.pdf
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4. Did not meet WWC evidence screens because study did not use a valid or reliable outcome measure.
5. Did not meet WWC evidence screens because study did not use a comparison group.
6. Did not meet WWC evidence screens because study did not use a quantitative design to assess student outcomes.

http://www.whatworks.ed.gov/PDF/Intervention/techappendix12_186.pdf
http://www.whatworks.ed.gov/PDF/Intervention/techappendix12_186.pdf

